
Consider why writers create characters who do not conform to norms in the literary works 
you have studied? 
 
A character who does not conform to norms in literature is frequently portrayed to have 
progressive, often radical characteristics that make him or her stand out from their 
surroundings. These characters give the story more complexity, making it easier for conflicts 
and issues to arise in the narrative. Additionally, it allows for readers to express a strong 
emotion towards the character, which becomes a pathway for the writer to convey underlying 
messages to their readers. An example of a text that utilizes unusual characters for such 
effects is Pygmalion, a play written in post-Victorian 1912 by George Bernard Shaw, whose 
plot revolves around the transformation of a girl from the lower-class to the upper-middle 
class under the guidance of an educated linguist. A fraction of Pygmalion’s characters has 
traits that contrast two key norms of the Victorian era: social subordination among women 
and the importance of appearance among the upper class. Shaw uses these traits with the 
intentions of creating a ‘Character vs. Society’ conflict, criticising old-fashioned Victorian 
societal norms, along with addressing important morals to his readers.  
 
Arguably, Pygmalion’s most obvious character that fits into the ‘unusual character’ trope is 
Eliza. She is a quick-witted character who eventually stands up for herself to Higgins. This is 
evident in Act 4 when they return from the Garden Party – Higgins exclaims ‘(fervently):  
Thank God [the party is] over!’ and refers to the experience as ‘simple purgatory.’ This makes 
Eliza furious as she becomes increasingly aware that Higgins is only using her for his own 
entertainment. As a result, she ‘hurls’ a pair of ‘slippers’ at him ‘one after the other with all 
her force.’ In this scene, we see ‘the slippers’ being used extensively as a stage prop that 
symbolizes her status towards Higgins. At the beginning, she fetches the slippers to Higgins 
like a trained dog, but by throwing it towards Higgins, Eliza is rejecting her submission towards 
him, thus highlighting the high intricacy of her thinking. Shaw’s portrayal of Eliza rejecting 
Higgins’s treatment of her shows how Eliza is not conforming to the norm of social 
subordination among a Victorian woman, who would remain obedient to him regardless of 
how she felt towards him. While this rebellious behaviour will have shocked many audiences 
in 1912, the employment of this scene also serves to create a sense of empowerment that 
appeals to the audience’s emotions, particularly those who were passionate about feminism 
at the time. His purpose could be seen as a method to support the movement of the 
‘suffragettes’ during the period, of whom were standing up to themselves, demanding for 
voting rights so that their voices are heard. Therefore, it can be interpreted that the reason 
Shaw presents Eliza as defying the norm of women being subservient is to criticise the 
traditional traits of women, meanwhile calling attention to the thousands of feminists who 
stress for changes in their social status. 
 
In addition to her defiance, Shaw also implements profane language into Eliza’s dialogue, 
which heavily goes against the conventional speaking norms during the Victorian period. A 



key moment where this is evident is in Act 3 where Eliza responds to Freddy with ‘not bloody 
likely!’ when he asks her whether she will be walking from Mrs. Higgins’s place. The term 
‘bloody’ classifies as a swear word, which has the effect of explicitly conveying strong 
emotions of disgust and anger. The expression of such emotions contradicts the conversation 
etiquette of Victorian women, where speaking profanely was considered impolite and 
unladylike. In fact, this term was so offensive at the time that it famously horrified audiences 
the to the extent where a jocular euphemism was used up until the 1970s to censor the 
expletive. It could be argued that Shaw’s intention with Eliza was to form a ‘character vs. 
society conflict,’ where Eliza is the ‘character’ that challenges the myriad of social taboos in 
Victorian ‘society.’ With the overwhelming conversation etiquette rules that Victorian people 
needed to obey, it suppressed the expression of many opinions due to the stigmatisation of 
language and topics. Through Eliza addressing a word taboo, Shaw encourages his audience 
to accept the phenomenon of people, particularly women, using strong language to convey 
more extreme emotions. Because the strength of a taboo is determined by the number of 
individuals that obey it, Shaw hopes that if more of his audience normalises this occurrence, 
then the stigmatisation of word taboos in post-Victorian society can be minimised.  
 
Shaw represents Mrs. Higgins as a nonconforming female character who is morally superior 
to men through her progressive ideas as a way to incorporate underlying messages into the 
story. She is the first and only character in the play to have qualms about what his son is doing 
to Eliza, claiming that him and Pickering are a ‘pretty pair of babies, playing with a live doll 
[Eliza].’ Through the use of a metaphor comparing the two men to a ‘pair of babies,’ it 
highlights how Mrs. Higgins sees their experiment as idiocy and thinks that they are acting 
like senseless children, treating Eliza as a lifeless possession rather than a person. Her more 
advanced view of this situation represents a shift in perspective of the narrative, allowing the 
audience to question whether Higgins and Pickering are truly professional linguistic masters 
(as described in previous acts) or whether they are just over-enthusiastic men attempting to 
manipulate a young woman. Additionally, she raises the concern of ‘what is to be done with 
[Eliza] afterwards,’ warning Higgins that there will be unavoidable consequences to the affair. 
Though she was not initially pleased with Eliza’s presence, Mrs. Higgins still worries about 
Eliza’s future and even has the desire to support her, showing the audience that she is 
accepting her responsibility to do what is right. Shaw’s purpose of using Mrs. Higgins as a 
moral compass is to not only make the audience admire her character, but also to use her 
character to contribute his own stance toward social responsibility.  In the early 20th century, 
there was no government assistance for the poor. As a Fabian socialist, Shaw was concerned 
with this issue and wished to expose this problem from a critical social angle. He believed that 
if people looked after each other, quality of life for all would improve. Thus, Shaw wished to 
incorporate the underlying message that everyone should be responsible for the treatment 
and welfare of others.  
 



To make his ideas about language and its utility concrete, Shaw uses Higgins as a character to 
contradict the Victorian norm that appearance among the upper class is important. Higgins 
holds the belief that humans ‘are all savages, more or less’ and uses this to justify his 
treatment towards Eliza. What was unusual was that after the party when the others treated 
the Eliza as a duchess, Higgins claims that he will continue to ‘treat the duchess as a flower 
girl.’ He despises the shallow notions of middle-class morality and so refuses to consider 
changing his manners. Although this makes him seem like a self-centred character, Higgins 
sees through the flaws and hypocrisies of the Victorian social hierarchy, knowing that through 
language and appearance, one can raise one’s social status. This was Shaw’s key purpose in 
writing this play as he believed it could prove how social placement can be easily faked. With 
Higgins’s stubborn views and egoist attitude, it allows Shaw to make it very clear that he is 
criticising the British class system. Through this method of characterisation, his beliefs can be 
indirectly passed onto his audience, persuading them to gain an understanding for more 
socialist beliefs in the wider community.  
 
In conclusion, Shaw creates characters who do not conform to norms in Pygmalion in order 
to create conflict between a character and their society, to criticise Victorian societal norms 
and to promote some of his personal stances. These unusual characters include Eliza, who 
does not conform to the norm of social subordination among women, Mrs. Higgins, who has 
a strong moral consciousness along with radical beliefs, and Higgins, who rejects the norms 
of Victorian upper-middle class behaviour. Together, they help construct many of Shaw’s 
central beliefs as a socialist, in hopes that his audience is able to see society in a different 
perspective.  
 
 


